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The United States currently has around 2.2 million adults in prisons and jails. The rate of 
incarceration in the United States currently surpasses the rates of incarceration in every other 
country in the world. While 97 percent of incarcerated people will eventually be released, there 
is a high chance that they will recidivate, i.e., be charged with another crime within a short 
period of time, be convicted and returned to prison. A study by the Bureau of Justice Statistics 
found that 83 percent of released inmates recidivated within nine years after release.1 Recidivism 
reflects the ability of released inmates to successfully integrate into their communities. There are 
significant fiscal and social costs to recidivism. Some of the economic costs include the loss of 
potential economic activity of the inmate and the use of taxpayer dollars to fund expenses 
associated with the justice system.2 The social costs include the disorganization and deprivation 
of children, families, and communities of the contributions of the incarcerated.3 Thus, there is a 
need for understanding what causes recidivism and for creating institutions that work to reduce 
recidivism and alleviate problems associated with recidivism.  
One of the primary explanations for recidivism is ex-inmates often experience difficulties 
re-integrating into society, as it can be challenging to find employers willing to hire former 
prisoners, secure housing, and, particularly for those who served long sentences, there may also 
be a learning curve associated with grasping the extent of technological advances over the years.  
The implementation of re-entry programs in state prisons can help prepare prisoners for 
the adjustment. Generally, a re-entry program describes any services provided in a prison that 
 
1 Mariel Alper, Matthew Durose, and Joshua Markman “2018 Update on Prisoner Recidivism: A 9 year follow up 
period (2005-2014)”, Bureau of Justice Statistics, U.S. Department of Justice: Office of Justice Programs, May 2018 
https://www.bjs.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=6266, 1. 
2 Vincent Caruso, “Even a small decrease in the recidivism rate can yield millions of dollars in taxpayer savings 
while improving public safety,” Illinois Policy, August 3, 2018 https://www.illinoispolicy.org/report-recidivism-to-
cost-illinois-more-than-13b-over-next-5-years/. 
3 William Julius Wilson. 1990. The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, The Underclass, and Public Policy. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press 
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aim to help inmates improve themselves before release – whether educationally, mentally, 
vocationally, or otherwise. Re-entry programs vary significantly by state and the elements of 
their programs depend on the state’s legislators. 
The purpose of my study is to gain a better understanding of how institutional reforms of 
re-entry programs implemented in 37 states have impacted recidivism rates in state prisons from 
1991 to 2013.4 While previous research on recidivism has looked primarily at one element of a 
re-entry program in either one prison or the prisons within one state, my research aims to provide 
a more expansive, multistate look at the types of programs that are being implemented across the 
country and measure their effectiveness by examining how much they reduce recidivism rates. 
Theory and Hypotheses 
While there is no one definition of recidivism, there are three common elements to 
recidivism definitions, as outlined by the Bureau of Justice Statistics5: 
1. A starting event, such as a release from prison or probation placement. 
2. A measure of failure, such as a subsequent arrest or conviction. 
3. A recidivism window that begins with the start date of the starting event.  
For my definition of recidivism, the starting event is the first recorded release from 
prison. The measure of failure is a re-admission to prison. Three years is commonly used in 
recidivism research as typically the first three years are when ex-inmates are the most vulnerable 
to return.6  
 
4 The states included were dependent upon availability of data from the National Corrections Reporting Program as 
well as the amount of information regarding historical legislation available on each state legislature’s website. 
5 Bureau of Justice Statistics, “The Measures of Recidivism” 
https://www.bjs.gov/recidivism/templates/definition.cfm 
6 Alper, “2018 Update on Prisoner Recidivism,” 1. See footnote 1 for link. 
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My dependent variable is recidivism rates in each state over time. The data used to 
calculate recidivism spans from 1991 to 2016. Given the three-year window in my recidivism 
definition, I was only able to calculate recidivism up until 2013.  
Given that re-entry programs are curated by state legislatures, the elements of each 
program vary by state. There are some elements that are, or are becoming, more common in state 
prisons, however.  
Prior research demonstrates that when prisoners have access to opportunities provided by 
re-entry programs, their chances of returning to prison is reduced.7 The ability of former inmates 
to secure employment has been proposed as a way to significantly reduce recidivism.8 
Theoretically, having a job should provide former inmates with a sense of purpose within their 
community and, more practically, money for housing and food. Nally et al (2014) found those 
who secured employment after being released were less likely to recidivate.9 However, the 
longer a former inmate goes without finding employment, the more likely they were to 
recidivate.10 These findings are consistent with those of Cove and Bowes (2015) who discovered 
a 20 percent reduction in recidivism among non-violent offenders that had jobs. Similar to Nally 
et al (2014), they report that the sooner ex-inmates find jobs, the less likely they are to 
recidivate.11 In addition to structural barriers that come with being classified as a former inmate, 
 
7 Kathleen Bender, “Education Opportunities in Prison Are Key to Reducing Crime,” Center for American Progress, 
March 2, 2018 https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/news/2018/03/02/447321/education- 




9 John Nally, Susan Lockwood, Taiping Ho, and Katie Knutson, “"Post-Release Recidivism and Employment 
among Different Types of Released Offenders: A 5-Year Follow-Up Study in the United States.", International 
Journal of Criminal Justice Sciences, January 2014, 27.   
10 Ibid, 24. 
11 Cove and Bowes, “Immediate Access to Employment”, 2015. 
Herring 5 
 
a lack of skills and experience may also help to explain the 27 percent unemployment rate among 
ex-inmates in America.12 
Relatedly, offering programs for inmates to participate in educational opportunities may 
also aid prisoners in finding job opportunities and reducing their likelihood of recidivating. 
About 35 percent of prisons in the U.S. provided post-secondary opportunities for inmates in 
2016.13 While this only served around 6 percent of the incarcerated population at the time, the 
RAND Corporation’s study of prison education suggests the incorporation of GED opportunities 
for the incarcerated has a noticeable impact on recidivism with those who obtained their GED 
being 12.5 percent less likely to recidivate than their peers.14 A study of Indiana inmates found 
that those who participated in educational attainment programs were less likely to return to 
prison within a year than those who did not participate.15 Previous research has also established a 
link between post-secondary educational attainment while in prison and economic outcomes, 
with those who participated in education or vocation programs being 12 percent more likely to 
be employed after release.16  
Establishing greater access to mental health services and community programs have also 
been suggested as a way to prepare inmates to be released. Despite the effectiveness of mental 
health programs, greater racial diversity in states has been shown to lead to decreased access to 
 
12 Lucius Couloute and Daniel Kopf, “Out of Prison & Out of Work: Unemployment among formerly incarcerated 
people,” Prison Policy Initiative, 2018, https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/outofwork.html   
13 Kathleen Bender, “Education Opportunities in Prison” 2018. See footnote 7 for link. 
14 Lois M. Davis, Jennifer L. Steele, Robert Bozick, Malcolm V. Williams, Susan Turner, Jeremy N. V. Miles, 
Jessica Saunders, and Paul S. Steinberg, “How Effective Is Correctional Education, and Where Do We Go from 
Here?” RAND Corporation, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR564.html, 2014, 52.   
15 John Nally, Susan Lockwood, Katie Knutson, and Taiping Ho, “An Evaluation of the Effect of Correctional 
Education Programs on Post-Release Recidivism and Employment: An Empirical Study in Indiana." Journal of 
Correctional Education, 74-75.   
16 Patrick Oakford, Cara Brumfield, Casey Goldvale, Laura Tatum, Margaret diZerega, and Fred Patrick, “Investing 
in Futures: Economic and Fiscal Benefits of Postsecondary Education in Prison.” Vera Institute of Justice, 2019, 48.   
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these services.17 Thus, the implementation of mental health programs that could be impactful is 
uneven. After release, communities bear most of the responsibility and costs for re-incorporating 
offenders. This has resulted in the creation of community groups, mentor groups, and, broadly, 
more structured programming in which inmates can participate, both before and after their 
release. The specifics of the programs vary greatly with some states encouraging groups, often 
faith-based, to spend time with prisoners and others allowing inmates to go out into their 
communities to interact with non-incarcerated people.18 Since community-based programs are a 
newer addition to criminal justice reform efforts, they have not yet been the focus of substantial 
research. Despite their lack of attention, however, these programs could be an integral element in 
reducing recidivism given the opportunities with which they provide inmates to establish 
connections in their communities following release.  
Given this literature on recidivism, my primary independent variables target the 
availability of various rehabilitative programs within prisons and jails and within communities.  
Specifically, they are job re-training or vocational opportunities, educational programs, 
community programs, mental health services, and housing assistance for released inmates. Using 
these five individual independent variables, I have created a composite variable, or index, 
comprised of the number of elements of re-entry programming that were passed in each year in 
the various American states. This variable is named the Re-entry Program Index, or RPI. For 
example, since Texas passed a law that addressed housing assistance, education, mental health 
 
17 Garrick Percival, “Testing the Impact of Racial Attitudes and Racial Diversity on Prisoner Reentry Policies in the 
U.S. States.” State Politics & Policy Quarterly, Summer 2019, 189.   
18 North Carolina’s Community Leave Program is an example of a program that allows prisoners to attend events in 
their community.  
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services, and job re-training for prisoners in 2009, their RPI for the year would be 4 as it 
addresses 4 of the 5 elements included in my study.  
Since all of these elements have been shown to be effective individually, I theorize the 
inclusion of more of the elements in re-entry programming would therefore lead to a reduction in 
the recidivism rates for the year after controlling for economic and structural conditions. My null 
hypothesis is that there is no relationship between job re-training opportunities, educational 
programs, community programs, mental health services, and housing assistance and recidivism 
rates. My primary hypothesis is that the higher the incidence of reentry programming, the less 
likely ex-felons are to recidivate. Thus, I expect an inverse relationship between RPI and 
recidivism rates. 
Data  
The National Corrections Reporting Program, 1991-2016: Selected Variables (NCRP) is 
used to calculate recidivism rate in each state. The data in this study are divided into four 
separate data sets that address different aspects of corrections programming in the U.S. These 
data are from the Bureau of Justice Statistics and are available at ICPSR Study #37021. There 
are data for 45 states and Washington, D.C. To track recidivism, I use inmate identification 
numbers because inmates with more than one record will have the same inmate ID, allowing one 
to see when they were first admitted to prison and all subsequent admissions. The data set that 
compiles each separate term is used for my calculations because it is the only data set that 
includes inmate IDs which was ultimately essential for identifying instances of recidivism.19 The 
data set accounts for three different types of admissions: new court commitment, parole 
 
19 There are three other data sets included in the National Corrections Reporting Program study which include data 
based on prison admission, prisoner release, and year-end populations. 
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return/revocation, and other admission (including unsentenced, transfer, and AWOL/escapee 
return). I have filtered my calculations to exclude the admission type designated as “other” to 
more accurately capture recidivism. The main reason behind this decision is the inclusion of 
prison transfers within the “other” admission label because an individual being transferred to a 
different prison does not contribute to our understanding of recidivism given that they are still 
incarcerated. Additionally, the inclusion of “other” will skew recidivism rates. The release dates 
for each prisoner serve as the baseline for tracking whether or not they return to prison within the 
aforementioned 3-year window.  
I have augmented the NCRP data set with original data that I created for tracking the 
changes in state laws regarding recidivism over time. The financial and social costs of mass 
incarceration have motivated states to adopt reforms to address this vexing problem. Most state 
legislature websites keep digital records of bills that have been proposed and passed related to 
recidivism. Additionally, most of these databases are searchable by keyword.20 My primary 
search terms were “prison,” “re-entry,” “recidivism,” “readmit,” and “corrections”.21 I have read 
through the relevant laws enacted and coded them based on which services are said to be 
required or have been improved upon since they were originally required. In total, I found 163 
relevant laws regarding prisoner reentry programming. These will be discussed in greater detail 
in the following section.  
There is variability in the years for which bill records have been provided. Thus, while 
data in the NCRP data set starts in 1991, I had to adjust based on what was provided online. 
 
20 For states that did not have an option to search bill text, there were typically pre-set key terms I could use to find 
relevant legislation.  
21 For the terms “re-entry” and “readmit”, I searched both with and without a hyphen to ensure it did not impact the 
bills that were found.  
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When access to state laws prior to 1991 was not available, I instead searched through the laws 
passed in the earliest year available.  
Results 
In this section, I will begin by discussing my findings and trends related to state laws. Then, I 
will provide a broad snapshot of recidivism rates across the U.S., based on my calculations. 
Finally, I will discuss the intersection of recidivism and state laws to demonstrate which 
elements of reentry programming are effective in reducing recidivism.  
I. State Laws 
 
 
The types of programs offered and when they became 
available or when they were improved upon vary 
considerably from state to state. I found a total of 162 
relevant laws.22 As demonstrated by Table 1, 
educational and vocational programs are the most 
common. Additionally, lawmakers are more likely to 
pass further legislation to improve upon or adjust laws 
related to educational and vocational programs. This is likely because, compared to the other 
elements of reentry programming I studied, much more literature exists establishing the 
effectiveness of education and vocational opportunities in reducing recidivism. In many laws I 
read, legislators acknowledged the importance of implementing programs that have been proven 
 




 Number of 
Relevant 




Mental Health Treatment 38 
Community Programs 54 
 Education 78 
Vocational Opportunities 101 
Total RPI 294 
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to be effective via research. This is reasonable given the financial implications of establishing 
entirely new programs. While many legislators acknowledged the financial costs of recidivism, 
particularly on taxpayers, spending sizeable amounts of money on programs that have not yet 
been shown to decrease recidivism could result in states losing substantial amounts of money, 
which will not sit well with voters, especially in times of tight budgets. Many pieces of 
legislation regarding reentry started with pilot programs for this reason. Additionally, these 
programs are rehabilitative and help to foster the original purpose of prisons. This highlights the 
importance of continued research on reentry programs, particularly ones that are more 
experimental or lesser known.  
Another important motivation for legislators to introduce programs was to increase the 
likelihood that prisoners would be able to successfully re-integrate into society. Oftentimes, bills 
explained that with more programs available, more prisoners would be able to participate, and 
therefore learn important skills for life post-release. There were some caveats, however, 
regarding the access of such programs which undermine the goal of having more prisoners 
participate. For example, while educational opportunities were common, access to such programs 
is likely not even. Many bills providing for educational services in prisons also required inmates 
to pay fees for participating. Given the overrepresentation of Black people in the prison system,23 
many of whom are poor,24 it is possible that there are discrepancies in the actual availability of 
this resource. This presumption extends to other elements I studied, such as mental health 
 
23 Ashley Nellis, “The Color of Justice: Racial and Ethnic Disparity in State Prisons”, The Sentencing Project, June 
14, 2016. https://www.sentencingproject.org/publications/color-of-justice-racial-and-ethnic-disparity-in-state-
prisons/  
24 Bruce Western and Becky Pettit, “Incarceration and social inequality”, Daedalus, Summer 2010, 
https://www.amacad.org/publication/incarceration-social-inequality, 17.  
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treatment and post-release housing assistance which often required prisoners to pay for access.25 
This complicates our understanding of the effectiveness of laws regarding reentry. While it is 
important to provide prisoners with opportunities to partake in rehabilitative programs, it is 
equally important to ensure equal access to such programs. 
The graphs below provide geographical context regarding reentry programming across the 
U.S. Each graph depicts a different way of understanding reentry programming. The graph of 
RPI by state combines the total RPI for each year to provide an overview of how many of the 
selected reentry services are addressed in state laws during the year. The graph with the total 
number of relevant laws passed per state supplements our understanding by demonstrating how 
regularly related legislation is being passed. The graphs can also be used together to analyze 
reentry services. For example, while Florida has enacted fewer laws than Louisiana and 
California, their RPI for Florida is the highest. This corroborates their trend of passing wide-
sweeping legislation whereby one law would often address four or five reentry elements. The 
graphs also show there aren’t any consistent geographical trends regarding which states are 
passing reentry legislation. 
 
25 An example would be Mississippi House Bill No. 835 from 2010. You can locate this bill via the Mississippi State 
Legislature’s website (http://www.legislature.ms.gov/) under Legislation > Previous Sessions > 2010 Regular 









Unexpectedly, there were some states for which I could not find any bills that were enacted 
which addressed prisoner reentry programming. These states were Massachusetts,26 South 
Dakota, West Virginia, and Wisconsin. It is possible that these states have laws that were passed 
addressing reentry elements earlier than the years for which archival bill information is available 
online. Inversely, it is likely the case that these states have passed relevant legislation since 2013, 
which was the last year for which I collected state law data given that my recidivism calculations 
end in 2013. 
II. Recidivism Rates 
Since recidivism rates are not included in the original data set, I augmented it to include a 
calculation of recidivism using an original syntax for SPSS. This syntax identified recidivism 
based on repeat Inmate IDs and years of admission.27 Recidivism rates between states varied 
from three percent to 50 percent. The overall recidivism rate for all states included was 35.1 
percent, which indicates that about a third of all ex-convicts return to prison. Recidivism rates for 
each state are listed in the tables on the following page, first ordered alphabetically and then 
ordered from the lowest recidivism rate to the highest. Louisiana had the lowest rate of 
recidivism. This is interesting and in line with what I would expect, given that Louisiana was tied 
for the highest number of laws passed regarding reentry and was in the top three for the RPI. 
This hints at there possibly being a relationship between the state law measures and recidivism 
rates. It is complicated, however, by the fact that California is also within the top three on both 
RPI and number of laws passed, yet they have the highest recidivism rate of all states included.  
 
26 For Massachusetts, this may be because they had a very limited number of years for which archival bill 
information was available on their website. 
27 This syntax was created in conjunction with Dr. Cathy Zimmer with the University of North Carolina at Chapel 






I also tested the relationship between recidivism rates and the race of the offender. The four 
categories for race in the NCRP data set were White (39.9%) Black (38.1%) Hispanic (19.8%), 
and Other (2.3%). These categories were recoded, with white prisoners coded as 1 and Nonwhite 
coded as 0. A regression model revealed a slight inverse relationship between being white and 
recidivism. When combining all nonwhites in one variable, the recidivism rates between whites 
and nonwhites were similar at 34 percent and 36 percent respectively. The results were similar 
when looking at black prisoners and nonblack prisoners. While these data don’t reveal a racial 
difference in recidivism rates, it is important to note that the data did demonstrate an 
overrepresentation of people of color. The percentage of black and white offenders was almost 
even (38.1 percent and 39.9 percent) despite white people comprising a larger share of the total 
U.S. population.  
 
III. Effect of Reentry Programming on Recidivism Rates 
I used a series of binary logistic regression models to test my hypothesis. I found that the 
effectiveness of state laws regarding reentry varies depending on the type of program being 
enacted. The odds ratios for each of my variables is reported in Table 2.28 Since the composite 
index variable is comprised of the individual reentry characteristics I studied (mental health, 
housing, education, community, and employment), that variable is strongly correlated with the 
individual variables. Thus, due to concerns regarding collinearity, the composite index variable 
is not included in Model 1 or Model 2. Relatedly, employment programs and community 
 
28 Since I am reporting odds ratios, an odds ratio less than 1 means the regression coefficient is negative; an odds 
ratio greater than 1 means the regression coefficient was positive; and odds ratio of 1 means the regression 
coefficient is neutral, or has no real effect one way or the other. 
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programs were strongly correlated (r=.741), resulting in an inability to run my model with both 
variables. I, therefore, ran two separate models, one that included employment but not 






Table 2  
































Employment - .796* 
(.003) 
- 




















































 Measure of goodness of fit:                       61.7%.                       61.7%                   61.8% 
 
Sample Size =10,496,722 
*p <.05 or better (one-tailed test) 
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My models produced mixed results regarding the effectiveness of certain programs in 
reducing recidivism. The effect of housing assistance programs was not consistent with my 
expectations. In both models in which it was used, post-release housing assistance produced a 
positive coefficient. The odds ratio also reveals these programs had a strong effect on the rate of 
recidivism. However, the direction of the effect did not align with my hypothesis. All else equal, 
the odds are 1.6 times higher that state housing reforms targeting ex-felons lead these ex-felons 
to return to prison compared to states where these laws were not adopted. Possible reasons for 
why these programs are not effective in reducing recidivism will be detailed in the discussion 
section.  
 The results for the mental health treatment variable were consistent with my hypothesis. 
The models indicate that the existence of mental health treatment programs may lead to ex-
inmates being less likely to recidivate.  The impact of mental health treatment was not as strong 
relative to other variables included in my model. However, its consistent inverse relationship 
with recidivism reveals access to these programs are nevertheless useful in contributing to the 
rehabilitative purpose of prisons. 
 Educational programs produced varying results across the two models. In the first model 
which included community programs instead of employment programs, educational programs 
had an inverse relationship with recidivism. This result was consistent with my hypothesis. In the 
second model, however, the relationship between recidivism and education was positive. It is 
unclear why the relationship changed between models. A possible explanation could be varying 
levels of correlation between education and the employment and community variables. 
Correlation between employment programs and educational programs (r=.174) was higher than 
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the correlation between community programs and educational programs (r=.063). Given the 
mixed results, it is unclear what the true effect of educational programs is on recidivism. 
 Community programs and employment programs had the most significant impact on 
reducing recidivism of my reentry characteristic variables. This reveals that the inclusion of these 
programs in state prison reentry programming is especially important for reducing the likelihood 
of people returning to prison. These results aligned with my expectations.   
 My main hypothesis centered around the composite variable. I expected the higher the 
incidence of re-entry programing in a state, the less likely ex-felons were to recidivate. On its 
own, the composite variable did not have the expected relationship with recidivism, as shown in 
model 3. Instead, the relationship is moderated by another variable: time served. This reveals that 
the longer one serves in prison, the more effective the programs are at reducing the likelihood of 
recidivism. One reason could be that after serving a long time in prison, ex-offenders do not want 
to return and are therefore more willing to partake in a variety of programs intended to help them 
readjust to life outside of prison. Additionally, when considering programs like educational and 
vocational training services, the longer one is sentenced to prison, the more time they may have 
to participate and learn from the programs. This demonstrates that, by itself, having more reentry 
programs available to inmates does not necessarily lead to a decreased chance of inmates 
recidivating. Instead, it is necessary to look at the individual components of the programs to 
determine their effectiveness as well as the amount of time one spends in prison.  
 My control variables also reveal interesting information about what other factors impact 
recidivism. In each of the models, men are about 50 percent more likely to recidivate than 
women. Additionally, white inmates are less likely to recidivate than nonwhite offenders. The 
time served variable was particularly interesting because it was unclear what to expect for the 
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relationship. The age squared variable is also noteworthy because it reveals that age itself is not 
linear, rather it is best understood as a complex multinomial.29 The results indicate that young 
and old people tend to have the same recidivism behaviors. However, people in the middle have 
different patterns. The regressions reveal the longer time someone spends in prison, the less 
likely they are to recidivate. 
Discussion 
The aforementioned results reveal the complexity of reentry programming and its 
effectiveness in reducing the rate at which inmates return to prison. Based on my research of 
state laws, educational and vocational programs are most frequently included in state prisoner 
reentry programming. This is likely because these programs are the most commonly researched. 
Legislators who propose bills related to prisoner reentry will have better chances at finding 
support for their legislation if there are an abundance of sources demonstrating the effectiveness 
of the programs for which they are advocating. While my data supports prior studies regarding 
the effectiveness of vocational programs, there are mixed results regarding educational 
programs. It is therefore evident that despite a lack of extensive research, mental health and 
community programs should be included more often in reentry programming. One way to 
encourage the expansion of these programs across the country would be increased research from 
social scientists demonstrating the effectiveness of these programs.  
The one reentry characteristic that was not supported was post-release housing assistance. 
I hypothesized that offering post-release housing options would help ameliorate an inmate’s 
struggles to find housing after release. Housing could be a problem for inmates who do not have, 
 
29 I could not run the age squared variable in the first two models because it crashed each time due to high 
correlation with other variables in the models. 
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or are not in contact with family. Additionally, since prisoners don’t typically leave prison with a 
substantial amount of money, it may be difficult for them to be able to find independent housing 
immediately post-release. Housing assistance programs are designed to combat these issues by 
providing ex-offenders with an option to have a safe place to live until they have the resources to 
live on their own.  
There are a couple reasons why these programs may not be effective though. One reason 
is because they require inmates to pay to live in these houses. Based on my readings of state 
laws, the amounts vary state-by-state and there usually are caps on the amounts ex-prisoners 
have to pay per week. Still, however, I encountered many bills that increased the cap, thereby 
increasing the amount of money that can be taken from prisoners.30 A program like this can be 
helpful because it means ex-prisoners have to find jobs. Having a job establishes one’s ties to the 
community which may help reduce one’s likelihood of reoffending. Securing a full-time job 
however is difficult, which impacts the amount of money an ex-offender makes.31 As discussed 
by Kopf and Couloute (2018) the ability to find full time jobs is also impacted by the gender and 
race of the offender.32 Further, of the 55 percent of ex-offenders who are able to find jobs, many 
make an income that is below the federal poverty line.33 All of these factors likely make it more 
difficult for ex-offenders to be able to stay in housing assistance programs for very long after 
release. In an effort to save money for other aspects of life, ex-felons may end up having to leave 
these programs and put themselves in precarious situations. 
 
30 I did not keep track of bills of this nature in my state laws dataset since they were not establishing new re-entry 
programs.  
31 Lucius Couloute and Daniel Kopf, “Out of Prison & Out of Work,” 2018.  
32 Ibid. 
33 Adam Looney and Nicholas Turner. “Work and opportunity before and after incarceration”, The Brookings 
Institution, 2018, 3.  
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The impact of education on recidivism may be uneven for a similar reason. Following the 
enactment of the 1994 crime bill under President Bill Clinton, incarcerated students were unable 
to access federal Pell grants to pay for their education in prison. Therefore, until recently, either 
state departments of corrections would have to pay the tuition for educational programs or the 
burden would fall on prisoners and their families. In some instances, the change in federal 
funding resulted in colleges having to reduce the number of programs and degree options 
available.34 While my research demonstrates there are a variety of employment programs 
available to prisoners, the low wages inmates receive would likely not allow them to save 
enough money to pay the tuition for an educational course. This limits access to these programs 
to people who have family that is financially capable of paying thousands of dollars for the 
courses. If only a small portion of the incarcerated population has access to resources such as 
education, it may explain why my study does not reveal consistent findings regarding the 
effectiveness of state laws. The Second Chance Pell Grant initiated under President Barack 
Obama in 2015 provided colleges the opportunity to free federal funds for inmate education. It is 
possible this may not be as significant a burden now as it once was.  
It is important to note that my study did not include information on budgets given to 
departments of corrections to implement the relevant legislation effectively. Programs cannot be 
effective on their own, especially with an absence of adequate resources. This may also 
contribute to the need to charge prisoners to have access to some opportunities. 
Future research could contribute to this study by including information on changes in the 
amount of money allocated to departments of corrections in each state. The addition of financial 
 





information would be useful to parse out whether it is the reentry program that is ineffective or 
just that the amount of money provided to the program renders it virtually ineffective. Another 
way to improve upon this study would be to track “negative” changes in the law. If a state passes 
a law encouraging prisons to provide mental health treatment to inmates in one year but repeals 
that law later on, that program is no longer helping inmates. Tracking negative changes would 
provide researchers with a more accurate idea of the state of prisoner reentry. 
Conclusion 
 The motivation behind many of the bills I read was to decrease the financial impact 
recidivism has on states. There is an equally important element, though, which is the ability of 
states to enact legislation that can actually lead to the rehabilitation of offenders for the sake of 
the inmates and their families. Additionally, it is important for more research to be conducted on 
these elements of reentry as studies like this are effective in helping legislators decide which 





Table 3: State Laws  
State Bill/Statute 
Number 35 
Title Year Passed Reentry 
Characteristics36 




2006 E, V 
AK HB 215 Relating To The 
Establishment Of A 
Task Force To 
Review The Council 
On Domestic 
Violence And Sexual 
Assault 
2007 M 
AK HB 96 Making 
Appropriations For 
The Operating And 
Capital Expenses Of 





AK SB 231 Relating To Powers 










AR HB 1894 To Authorize The 
Department Of 
Correction To Expand 
Educational 
Opportunities For 
2009 E, V 
 
35 Some legislatures provide short names online which are used in this table when available. For states that do not 
include short names, bill names may be shortened to save space. One can still locate the bill with the bill number and 
year passed. 
36 The following abbreviations will be used to reference reentry characteristics: E=Education, V=Vocation, 
H=Housing, M=Mental Health, C=Community.  
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Inmates Qualified To 
Enroll In College Or 
University Courses 








2011 E, H, C 
AR SB 1095 Concerning The 
Reentry Into Society 
By A Person In The 
Custody Of The 
Department Of 
Correction Or Other 
Correctional Facility 
2013 C 




AZ HB 2374 Functional Literacy; 
Inmates; Release 
2000 E 
AZ SB 1291 Sentence Reductions; 
Nonviolent Drug 
Offenders 
2003 E, V, H 
AZ HB 2087 Inmates; Community 
Accountability Pilot 
Programs 
2005 E, V, H, M, C 
AZ SB1093 Prisoners; Transition 
Program 
2010 E, V, H, C 




AZ HB 2390 Home Detention 
Programs 
2012 V, C 
AZ SB 1213 Transition Program; 
Qualifications 
2012 C 












CA AB 2961 Prisoners:  
Community 
Programs. 
1994 E, V, H, C 
CA SB 775 Prisoners And 
Juveniles: Education. 
1995 E 
CA AB 875 Community 
Correctional Centers 
1997 C 








CA SB 1399 Prisoners: 
Rehabilitation 
2004 E, V, M 
CA AB 324 Correctional 
Facilities: Faith- And 
Morals-Based 
Programs. 
2005 E, V, C  
CA SB 678 Criminal Recidivism 2009 V, M 
CA AB 552 Correctional 
Facilities. 
2010 M 




2013 E, V 
CA AB 494 Prisoners: Literacy 
And Education. 
2013 E 




CO HB 1310 Job Training For 
Prisoners 
1997 V 
CO HB 1022 Recidivism Reduction 
Grant Program 
2009 E, V, H, M, C  
CO HB 1112 Corr Educ Vocational 
Prog Standards 
2010 E, V 





DE SB 210 An Act To Amend 
Titles 11 And 14 Of 
The Delaware Code 
Relating To The 
Administration Of 





DE  SB 226 An Act To Amend 
Title 11 Relating To 







And Data Collection. 
2012 E, V, C 
DE SB 20 An Act To Amend 







FL CS/HB 1129 Correctional Work 
Programs 
1997 V 
FL CS/SB 1522 Sentencing 1998 V, C 
FL HB 4663 Criminal Justice Trust 
Funds 
1998 E, V 
FL CS/SB 1742 Dept. Of Corrections 1999 C 
FL CS/SB 1604 Correctional Work 
Programs 
1999 E, V 
FL SB 1148 Corrections 2001 E, V 
FL HB 1875 State Correctional 
Facilities 
2004 V 
FL CS/HB 7199 Forensic Treatment & 
Training 
2006 E, V, M 
FL CS/HB 1477 Forensic Mental 
Health [Spcc] 
2007 V, H, M, C 
FL CS/HB 1005 Corrections [SPSC] 2010 E, V, H, M, C 
FL HB 5307 Mental Health And 
Substance Abuse 
[WPSC] 
2010 M, C 
FL CS/HB 369 Faith- And Character-
Based Correctional 
Programs 
2011 E, V, C 
GA HB 1175 Cosmetology; 
Training Programs 







GA HB 58 Working Against 
Recidivism Act; Enact 
2005 V 
GA HB 313 Georgia Correctional 
Industries 
Administration; 
Certain Inmate Work 
Programs; Clarify 
2007 V 





Offender's Final Year 
Of Incarceration 
2009 V 
GA HB 1176 2011 Special Council 





2012 M, C 
KS SB 60 AN ACT Concerning 
Driving; Relating To 
Fines; Creating The 
Crime Of Refusing To 
Submit To A… 
2012 E, V 
KY Statute 197.070 Employment Of 
Prisoners -- 
Manufacture Of 
Clothing -- Industrial 
Training. 
1992 V 
KY Statute 439.640 Vocational Training 
Program For 
Prisoners -- Eligibility 





KY Statute 439.590 Community 
Residential 
Correctional Centers. 
1992 H, C 
KY Statute 439.575 Prerelease Probation 
Of Inmates Program. 
2002 V, H 
KY Statute 197.047 Credit On Sentence 






Related Project -- 
Eligibility -- 
Computation Of 




Mentally Ill Inmates. 2005 M 
LA HB 642 Allows State 
Prisoners Confined In 
Parish Prisons To 
Perform Work For 
Prison Enterprise 
Projects Located In 
That Parish 
1997 V 
LA SB 1141 Provides Relative To 
Leasing Property And 
Providing Guidance 
Services To Inmates. 
1997 C 






Jurisdiction Of BESE 
Or Its Successor 
1998 E, V 
LA HB 1029 CORRECTIONS: 
Provides For Faith-





LA HB 18 Requires The 






1999 E, V, M 
LA SB 518 Creates The Reentry 
Preparation Program 
Within The Dept. Of 
Public Safety And 
Corrections And 




Institution Have A 
Transition Specialist. 
LA SB 108 Authorizes Each 
Judicial District Court 










LA HB 377 Provides With 
Respect To Treatment 
Programs For 
Inmates. 
2006 E, V 
LA SB 308 Provides For The 
Conduct Of The 
Project Return 
Program Through The 
Department Of Labor. 
2007 E, V, M, C  





LA HB 990 Amends Provisions 





LA HB 775 Provides With 





LA HB 462 Amends Reentry 
Program Provisions. 
2010 E, V  
ME LD 615, HP 
478 
Resolve, To Require 
A Study Of Adult 
Inmate Education And 
Training In The 
Correctional System 
1993 E, V  
ME LD 481, HP 
343 
An Act To Allow The 
Department Of 
Corrections To 





ME LD 1515, HP 
1087 
An Act To Increase 




MI PAN 0013 Corrections; 
Prisoners; Placement 






1997 E, V, C 
MI PAN 0320 Corrections; Parole; 
Attainment Of High 
School Diploma Or 
GED Certificate; 
Require As A 
Condition Of Parole 




MI PAN 0112 Mental Health; Code; 
Contracting With 
Third Parties For 
Corrections Mental 
Health Services For 
Prisoners… 
2007 M 









MN Chapter 241 Department Of 
Corrections 
1996 E, V 
MN Statute 241.277 Pilot Project Work 







2011 E, V 
MN Statute 241.26 Private Employment 
Of Inmates Of State 






MO Statute 217.435 Work Or Educational 
Release Program. 
1989 E, V 
MO Statute 217.337 Schedule Of 
Activities, Work, And 
Program, Adherence 
To, Exemption. 
1994 E, V 




1995 E, V, H, C 




1995 E, V 
MS HB 1113 An Act To Provide 
That An Offender 
Classified In Trusty 2 
Status May Be 
Awarded Trusty 
Earned Time In 
Addition To Other 3 
Reductions Of 
Sentence… 
1999 V  
MS SB 3050 An Act To Provide 
Work Training 
Programs For 
Offenders In Trades 
In Which There Is A 
Shortage Of Workers; 





1999 V  
MS SB 2852 An Act To Provide 
That The Department 
Of Corrections Shall 









Program For Data 





MS HB 778 An Act To Reenact 
Sections 47-5-1101 
Through 47-5-1121… 
2002 V, H, M 




2010 E, V, H, C 
MT SB 207 An Act Removing 
The Requirement That 
The Former Forensic 
Unit At Warm 
Springs… 
2001 C 
MT JR 2 A Joint Resolution Of 
The Senate And The 
House Of 
Representatives Of 
The State Of Montana 
Requesting The 
Department Of Public 
Health And Human 






NC SB 967 Inmate Labor Pilot 
Prog./Comm. College. 
1995 E, V 
NC SB 352 Current Operations & 
Capital Budget Act. 
1997 E 
NC SB 566 Facilitate Comm. 
Coll. Learn & Earn 
Prog. 
2005 E 
NC HB 648 Correction 
Enterprises.-Ab 
2007 V 
NC SB 1096 Modify Crim. Justice 
Partnership Program 
2007 E 
NC SB 1076 Pilot Release Of 
Inmates To Adult 
Care Homes. 
2009 V, H, C 
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NC HB 678 The Justice 
Reinvestment Act Of 
2011. 
2011 H 
NC HB 642 Transfer Evidence 
Warehouse To DPS. 
2011 C 
NC SB 881 Government 
Reduction Act. 
2011 E, V 
NC SB 593 Doc Inmate Labor. -
Ab 
2011 M 
ND HB 1116 A Bill For An Act To 
Amend And Reenact 
Sections 12-44.1-
02… 
2007 E, V 
NE LB 154 AN ACT Relating To 
Correctional Services; 
To Adopt The 
Nebraska Correctional 
Health Care Services 
Act 
2001 M 
NE LB 46 AN ACT Relating To 
Criminal Justice 
2003 E, V, M, C 




2007 E, V 
NE LB 864 FOR AN ACT 




NE LB 483 FOR AN ACT 
Relating To 
Correctional Services; 
To Amend Section 
83-150, Reissue 
Revised Statutes Of 
Nebraska; To State 
Intent; To Provide For 
A Reentry Planning 




NE LB 907 Add, Change, And 
Eliminate Provisions 
Relating To Criminal 
Justice, Incarceration, 
Probation, Parole, 
2013 V, M, C 
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And Legal Education 
Financial Assistance 
NH Section 21- 
H:13 










NH Section 21-H:4 Internal 
Organizational Units. 
2009 M, C 








2010 E, V, C 
NM HB 170 Inmate Forestry Work 
Camp Program 
1998 V 
NM HB 974 Prison-Based Drug 
Rehabilitation 
Program 
2003 E, C 
NY A04647 AN ACT To Amend 
The Labor Law, In 
Relation To Enacting  
The  "Employment 
And Job Training 
Services Act" 
1999 E 
NY Correction law 
401 





NY Correction law 
15-b 
Education. 2011 E 






1993 E, V 
OK SB 1328 Prisons; Requiring 
System To Establish 





Of Inmates; Requiring 
Information To Be 
Included In Inmate's 
Records; Directing 
Assignment Of 
Qualified Inmates To 
Projects In Lieu Of 
Contractors. Effective 
Date. 








2000 V, H, C 
OK SB 706 Public Health And 
Prisoners; Relating To 
Venereal Disease 
Testing Following 
























Justice Act; Creating 
The Reentry Policy 





















Implement A Pilot 
Program For Certain 
Inmates. Effective 
Date. 
2010 V, C 
OR HB 2903 Relating To 
Implementation Of 
Section 41, Article I, 
Oregon 
1995 E, V, M, C 


















Inmates To Be 
Employed. 





2012 E, V, H, C 
SC H 3546 A Bill To Amend 
Title 1, Code Of Laws 
Of South Carolina, 
1976… 
1993 V, C 
Herring 38 
 
SC S 501 A Bill To Amend The 




SC S 269 A Bill To Amend 
Chapter 7, Title 40, 
As Amended, Code 
Of Laws Of South 
Carolina, 1976… 
1997 E, V  
SC S 289 A Bill To Amend 
Section 24-3-430, 




SC S 315 A Bill To Amend 
Title 24, Chapter 13, 
Code Of Laws Of 
South Carolina, 
1976… 
2001 E, V 
SC S 191 An Act To Amend 
The Code Of Laws Of 
South Carolina, 1976, 
By Enacting The 
"South Carolina 
Reduction Of 
Recidivism Act Of 
2010" 
2010 C 
TN HB 1711 AN ACT To Amend 
Tennessee Code 
Annotated, Title 41, 
Relative To A Society 
Plan For Incarcerated 
Prisoners. 
2009 E, V 
TN SB 345 Correctional 





2010 E, V, M  
TX SB 532 Relating To The 
Creation Of The State 
Jail Division Of The 
Texas 1-2 Department 
Of Criminal Justice… 
1993 E, V, C 
TX HB 819 Relating To Reducing 
The Recidivism Rate 
1997 E, V 
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For Individuals Under 




TX SB 365 Relating To The 
Continuation And The 
Functions Of The 
Texas Department Of 
Criminal Justice… 
1999 V 




And Reintegration Of 
Offenders 
2005 V 
TX HB 1711 Relating To Requiring 
The Texas 
Department Of 







Discharged From A 
Correctional Facility. 
2009 E, V, H, M  
TX SB 345 Relating To Certain 
Programs For 
Inmates, Including 
The Abolition Of The 
State Boot Camp 
Program And The Use 










2009 E, V 





WA HB 1922 Work Ethic Boot 
Camp Pilot Program 
1993 E, V 





WA HB 2010 Corrections Reform 1995 E, V, M 




1997 H, M 
WA SB 6175 Offender Recidivism 2007 E, V, H, M, C 
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